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1. Introduction
Faculty development (FD) has become a requirement with the 2008 revision 
of the Standards for Establishment of Universities. Universities have many 
teachers observing each other’s classrooms and hold a considerable number of 
new-hire trainings and class improvement study groups. One example of an 
FD initiative is the students’ class evaluation questionnaire. Canvassing stu-
dents’ opinions and impressions using such questionnaires can provide useful 
information for universities and teachers seeking to improve classes. They 
are, therefore, administered at most universities. According to a 2017 Ministry 
of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology survey, 764 national, 
public, and private universities (99.3%) use them (MEXT 2017). Moreover, at 
Otaru University of Commerce (hereinafter OUC), class evaluation question-
naires are administered at the end of each semester as a way to improve 
classes. However, the full range of students’ unfiltered opinions during the 
four months that a class is being held cannot be captured by these alone. 
Furthermore, compiling questionnaire data takes time, so teachers cannot use 
it immediately to improve their classes; as a result, feedback to students is 
delayed. While many attempts have been made to use smartphones and other 
devices during class to collect answers to questionnaires in real time, it is not 
easy to elicit students’ honest opinions and thoughts for several reasons, in-
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cluding their reserve in front of teachers. If we had access to students’ 
thoughts, opinions, and impressions of class content during class time, as well 
as unfiltered information about their true feelings, such as anxieties and expe-
riences, immediately following enrollment, related issues could be solved 
during the class; this could serve as an important source of information for 
improving classes.
Therefore, in my first year education course “Basic Seminar,” I actively 
engaged in conversations with students, asking them about their true opinions 
and thoughts, with an eye to incorporating them into the class during the se-
mester. Students take “Basic Seminars” immediately after enrolling, which is 
with an aim to create a foundation for student life at university as well as 
support them with acquiring academic skills. Therefore, in subjects such as 
“active learning,” a class format requiring students’ active participation, high-
er-level thinking, reading, writing, discussions, and presentations (Bonwell and 
Eison 1991), are effective. In this study, I tried to engage students in conver-
sations that aimed to improve the class, by facilitating close interactions be-
tween teachers and students, as well as between students themselves. I invit-
ed students’ unfiltered opinions, to identify the most effective active learning 
methods. In this paper, I will report on specific practical examples of attempts 
to improve classes via such conversations.
2. Overview of Basic Seminars
2.1　Basic Seminars: Purpose and Placement in Curriculum
At OUC, first and second year students take general courses, consisting of 
basic subjects and foreign languages. Basic subjects are comprised of five 
categories: “Human Being and Culture,” “Society and Human Being,” “Nature 
and Environment,” “Basics of Intellect,” and “Health Science.” There are many 
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“Basics of Intellect” subjects offered to students who have just graduated 
from high school. The “Basic Seminar” covered in this paper is a “Basics of 
Intellect” subject (Figure 1).
Basic seminars have small class sizes (approximately 15 students) and aim 
to support students learning at university by understanding the meaning of 
academic study and acquiring learning skills. While they are not required, 
they are recommended courses for new students and are held by just under 
30 faculty members every year. A shared objective of these basic seminars is 
the acquisition of abilities such as those listed in Table 1 (Otaru University of 
Commerce 2018). Additionally, a shared class goal is “having students—by 
interacting closely with faculty—get used to university life as well as cultivate 
an appetite for learning, independence, and assertiveness.” While the universi-
ty’s basic seminars are based on the shared objectives listed in Table 1, often 
classes are designed around each faculty member’s area of expertise as the 
General Courses
Basic Subjects
Human Being and Culture
Society and Human Being
Nature and Environment
Basics of Intellect Basic Seminar
Health Science
Foreign Languages
English , German, French 
Chinese, Spanish, Russian, 
Korean
Department Subjects
International 
Communication
Japanese Language 
and Culture
Figure 1　Undergraduate curriculum at OUC
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topic. My class design focused on empirical education analysis (educational 
technology) based on the shared objectives in Table 1. The course’s syllabus 
is presented in Table 2.
Table 1．Basic Seminars’ Shared Objectives
1. Searching for and using sources and materials at the library
2.
Using the Information and Communications Technology Center, comput-
ers, and the internet
3.
Reading sources and listening to and understanding the content of what 
other people say
4.
Thinking logically about things and clearly expressing opinions in front of 
others
5.
Writing easily comprehensible reports and presentation summaries in an 
accurate way based on the teacher’s designated format
Table 2．Basic Seminar (Educational Technology) Syllabus
■ Class Goals
Basic seminars are primarily for students who enroll at university imme-
diately after high school with little life experience, with an aim to support 
students’ engagement in academic study and acquisition of the learning 
skills required at the university. This basic seminar uses presentations 
and discussions about educational technology in a seminar style format to 
support students learning how to look at things logically and objectively, 
summarize materials, make presentations, and so on.
■ Class Sessions: Content
1. Orientation (overview of course)
2. Standards for behavior at the university
3. Academic writing ⑴
4. Academic writing ⑵
5. Searching for sources and materials
6. Information literacy ⑴: Creating documents
7. Information literacy ⑵: Spreadsheets, creating figures
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8. Information literacy ⑶: Presentations
9-13.
Text reading circle: Students read sources related to the empirical analysis 
of education (educational technology), create presentation handouts, and 
give presentations. Then, everyone engages in discussions.
14-15.
Presentations: Students give presentations on specified themes by using 
PowerPoint slides and presentation handouts. Then, everyone participates 
in the question and answer sessions.
2.2　Class Overview
The first eight of fifteen class sessions primarily aimed at assisting students’ 
acquisition of academic skills ⑴ and ⑵ in Table 1 (behavior standards and 
skills necessary for learning at university). Information literacy classes were 
hands-on, with students using computers. To ensure that students engaged in 
the best learning possible, they were asked to present their opinions and 
analyses (Fredrick 1987). I repeated the following steps during each class: ⑴ 
lecture, ⑵ worksheet, and ⑶ presentations on the worksheet content. I de-
signed classes such that everyone could speak multiple times in each class.
From the ninth through to the thirteenth class sessions, I offered presenta-
tions on sources/literature, and students engaged in group work on education-
al technology. For the fourteenth and final fifteenth class, students created 
PowerPoint presentations on potential graduation research topics or things 
that they would particularly like to do as university students. Each student 
was given approximately 10 minutes to present and answer questions. In 
2018, 13 students took the course (ten females, three males).
3. The Practice of Conversation
3.1　From the Beginning to the Middle of the Semester
Constructing cooperative human relationships through teacher–student and 
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student–student interactions is important to ensure that students are motivat-
ed to participate in the class (Johnson et al. 1991). The development of relation-
ships between people requires mutual communication; that is, conversation is 
necessary (Lowman 1984). One way to have effective conversations and dis-
cussions is to encourage students to ask questions (Wilen 1982). To implement 
this kind of student-centered class, it is important that an intellectual, psycho-
logical classroom environment is constructed, which allows students to fail 
(Bonwell and Eison 1991). To create an environment where students do not 
fear speaking up, I engaged students in conversations on topics besides those 
related to the class. First year students do not have a class unit, and do not 
belong to a department. Therefore, after enrollment, students do not interact 
much, and there are more students who are not at ease with university life 
than a few who are. At the beginning of the classes and during downtime, I 
would have students talk freely about their thoughts and anxieties about the 
class, the university clubs and groups that they had joined, and worries they 
had about living alone or commuting to school. I then encouraged them to ask 
and answer questions among themselves. Furthermore, when teachers know 
students’ names and faces, promoting close interaction is easier and more ef-
fective (Lowman 1984); therefore, I assigned seats and distributed a seating 
plan to all students.
The first class session was on the meaning of learning and choosing to 
study at university. As an ice-breaker, I devoted a considerable amount of 
time to self-introductions. The worksheet that students completed during the 
first class session consisted of the following information (Fig.2):
⑴ Simple self-introduction (personal history, background, etc.)
⑵ Other things that you want others to know about (university clubs in 
which you are interested, hobbies, celebrities/music/video games you like)
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⑶ Reason for advancing to university (honestly!—not a university en-
trance exam)
⑷ What you imagine that you will be doing five years after graduating 
from university
Figure 2　Example of Assignment Worksheet
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Sections ⑴ and ⑵ were self-introductions, and ⑶ and ⑷ were introductory 
sections meant to promote students’ enthusiasm for academic learning at 
university. I was aiming to support their understanding of “educational tech-
nology” (empirical analysis of education), which was the theme of the basic 
seminar, by reflecting on going to university as well as their post-university 
graduation path. The first simple self-introduction was a neutral presentation 
consisting of the name of the high school they attended, club activities they 
were engaged in during high school, and so on. The second introduction on 
university clubs they are interested in and their favorite celebrities played an 
“ice breaking” role. People actively interacted by exchanging opinions, with 
statements such as, “I like the national pop idol XXX,” or “I am debating 
whether to go to XXX club’s trial session.” Students were able to share which 
specific clubs they were interested in and even suggested going to the trial 
sessions together. Furthermore, they talked particularly enthusiastically about 
the celebrities and pop idols they liked, effectively creating an amiable atmo-
sphere.
During the following week, I had students fill out worksheets that covered 
class content as well as their life at university (classes, the university’s atmo-
sphere, clubs, etc.), life outside the university, and any issues that they were 
facing. Some of the concerns that the students raised included, “I sleep in and 
am late,” “I get sleepy when the teacher talks the whole time—ninety minutes is 
long,” and “I can’t keep up with the classes’ content and am anxious about this.” 
Most students agreed with these statements. It appeared that when sharing 
each other’s opinions and thoughts about university life, students felt more at 
ease and developed a sense of togetherness.
The middle of the semester (around the eighth to the tenth class) is when 
students have become familiar with university life and are busy with club 
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activities. This is also the time when preparation for the university festival 
goes into full swing. Around this time, many students said that they were 
busy with the festival planning committee, club programs, and club activity 
meetings. However, some students said that they had begun to doubt the 
importance of learning at university, and many students agreed with them. 
For example, “I’ve become lethargic” and “I can’t find any meaning in going to 
class.” This slump often appears during the middle of the semester. I there-
fore changed the class plan and reduced the number of text reading circles by 
one. Instead, students engaged in group work wherein they thought about 
what it means to attend university. By discussing this, students were given 
the opportunity to think about their reasons for enrolling at university, why 
universities exist, and the meaning of taking classes.
In contrast, someone said, “While I did not like talking in front of other stu-
dents ［in other classes］, I’ve got used to it.” Each time the basic seminar was 
held I ensured each person spoke multiple times, which helped students be-
come familiar with making presentations.
3.2　Final Phase of the Semester
During the class’s final phase, in addition to having students reflect on their 
learning during the first semester, I had them freely present about their uni-
versity life. By this time in the semester an environment is created wherein 
students have become less afraid of speaking, and I was able to canvas their 
unfiltered views and opinions. Some of their statements were as follows:
• Tests are coming soon. Now everyone is frantically looking for last year’s 
question papers. Senior students are very reliable and have told me to let 
them know about anything I wanted. However, teachers have changed for 
some subjects, and I am uncomfortable with a lot of things. I don’t know 
how much I should do, so I am thinking to proceed for the time being just 
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like I did in high school, but I kind of feel like I’m going to do too much.
• I’m the most worried about how to overcome sleepiness. At home, I imme-
diately fall asleep if I lie down, and I need to first do something about this. 
This is a problem beyond the issue of studying. It’s not that I’m lacking the 
mindset ［of a student］, but just that I’m always tired. I see this as a pretty 
serious problem.
• I’m having trouble because I don’t know how to look for or write down 
references for reports.
• I’m panicking because the deadlines for reports in XX class are coming up.
• I’ m concerned if XX class’ project is going to go well.
In conversations toward the end of the class, students talked about many 
concerns they had with respect to their first post-university enrollment exam 
and end of term reports. I therefore offered advice in class and via email. 
Students also said the following about university life:
• While I can make it to school fine, going home has become such a bother.
• When I encountered a senior student in my club, I passed them without 
saying hello while feeling worried if they were aware who I was.
• I want to start a part-time job during the summer break, but I don’t know 
what kind of job would be good.
These university life-related items were discussed between students who 
freely exchanged opinions, gave advice, exchanged information, and aimed to 
assist them eliminate and resolve their concerns.
4. Class Evaluation
The results of the end-of-semester class evaluation questionnaire, which is 
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conducted across the university, are presented in Figure 3. Responses were 
received from 8 of the 13 registered students.
 
In the questionnaire results, all respondents chose “Strongly agree” or 
“Agree” for questions 2–9, while 1 respondent chose “Can’t say” for question 
1. Although the classes were conducted according to the syllabus, it is possible 
the respondents felt there was a lot of conversation outside the course content. 
However, the responses exceeded the all-course average for every question, 
and a good rating value was obtained overall. In the free-description questions, 
there were no answers on “points that should be improved” for this class; 
“good points” and “excellent points” contained the following opinions:
• Lectures were provided in terms of being able to form a school. The course 
carefully taught me how to use Excel and PowerPoint; it was really good 
to learn how to use them, not just for class papers but for personal work, 
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
5:Strongly agree 4:Agree 3:Can’t say 2:Disagree 1:Strongly Disagree
1. Sufficient prior information was obtained from the syllabus and
orientation.
2. Methods were in place (e.g., description of concrete examples) to
promote students’ understanding.
3. Faculty members’ explanations, work instructions, and so on
were clear.
4. Provision of learning materials (e.g., information on the
blackboard, slides, and printed handouts) was appropriate.
5. How the students were managed (e.g., responses to questions and
adjusting the progression of the class) was appropriate.
6. How talking in class and tardiness were managed was appropriate.
7. Classroom environment (e.g., student numbers, classroom size,
and classroom temperature) was appropriate for the class.
8. Difficulty of the material handled in class was appropriate.
9. Overall, I am satisfied with this class.
Fig. 3　Aggregate Results of the Questionnaire for Faculty Development
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too.
• I was provided with thoughtful responses to each of my questions, the way 
I wrote papers, and my areas of dissatisfaction with the lectures. This was 
very helpful, and I appreciated it.
• Lectures were conducted to familiarize first-year students not used to pre-
senting in public familiar with doing so; so, I was able to learn at just the 
right pace.
• Lectures were fun because each time the distance between the students 
shrank a little.
• I learned how to use computers.
• I learned academic skills.
• I was able to have fun learning the basic skills that I needed at university.
From the answers to the free-description questions, we can say that the 
course achieved the goal of “developing familiarity with student life through 
close interaction between faculty members and students,” which is one of the 
course goals of the foundational seminar. Moreover, we can also say that the 
goal of “cultivating motivation, autonomy, and proactiveness in learning” has 
been achieved because all students eagerly participated in the final presenta-
tion on “what I want to do for my graduation research/what I want to do in 
university life” and delivered high-quality presentations. Examples of the 
PowerPoint slides used in the presentations are presented in Figure 4.
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（著作物のため略）
（著作物のため略）
（著作物のため略）
（著作物のため略）
Fig. 4　 Examples of PowerPoint Slides Used in the Final Presentations (“what I 
want to do for my graduation research”)
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5. Conclusion
Seminar-style small class-size education primarily involves classes where 
conversation takes place, but in this case, a class plan was implemented that 
placed a particular emphasis on “close interaction between faculty members 
and students through conversation.” Consequently, it can be said that in the 
foundational seminar that I was responsible for, we were able to collect the 
students’ true opinions for the purpose of faculty development. Moreover, it 
appears that anxieties about university life were largely solved through stu-
dents exchanging information with each other. On this occasion, we were 
seemingly able to elicit students’ true opinions during class, but there were 
also students who made learning inquiries individually by email, so it will be 
necessary to consider ways to make active use of email and office hours.
Using conversation to create an active classroom environment as a teaching 
method was proposed in the 1970s and 1980s, so it is not a particularly new 
educational approach. However, in recent years, the handling of personal in-
formation has become a problem in relation to this teaching method. More 
than a few university students have posted detailed personal information and 
exhibited antisocial behavior on social media without the slightest thought. 
For this reason, staff must strongly urge students that, even if the content is 
positive, content learned in the class must not be posted on social media or 
made known to those outside the university. In addition, students must be 
informed that they are not required to share personal information during 
conversation that they do not want known.
One issue for the future is how, as the university’s FD department, we 
make use of student’s opinions that have been obtained through conversation 
for faculty development in other subjects and across the university as a whole. 
In these conversations, we have learned of student’s wishes and anxieties in 
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regard to other classes, but it is not easy to propose improvements to the 
faculty members responsible for those other classes. Going forward, we would 
like to collect those real student opinions that cannot be obtained through the 
class evaluation questionnaire as well as attempting to give feedback as soon 
as possible and investigating methods of faculty development that are more 
effective.
〈 Notes 〉
This paper is a revised version of the content presented in Tajima (2019). I 
would like to thank J and N, students registered in the foundational seminar, 
for agreeing to the publishing of the PowerPoint slides they created in class.
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